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. j Introduction" 

' ' • SeemaAlavi 


The eighteenth centurylin India was characterized by two critical 
.transitions which changed the structure of power and initiated 
. important- social and economic reconfigurations. The first was 
' the transition in the first half of the ce nt ury fro m.the Mughal 
. political economylcTregional, political orderg. The second was 
.the tr^nsitioh in the period following the battles of Plassey.11.757) 
andBuxar (’ 764)'mjthepfdlity>society, and economy as the English 
East India Compa riy ste ergCTits wav'to a position of political 
pjrominenoe if» north India. Both these phases have been 
• extensively studied by historians, who debate not only the nature 
of change in the.eighteenth century but also its implication for 
the establishment-of early colonial rule inlndia. 

; The controversy regarding-the political decline of the 
.Mugllals has triggered a debate on the nature of economic and 
social change in the wake of imperial collapse. The political demise 

• of the empire is-the most important development of the first half 
of the eighteenth century. The cataclysmic event has attracted 

• the attention of generations of historians who continue to debate 
the'causes ot Mughal decline; opinions are sharply divided 
between those who view.the decline as a consequence of 

■ economic crisis and exploitation by the ruling classes and those 
who regard the political turmoil in terms of regional assertiveness 

• S • * .' *.. % • . - **". 

. « s t ; , * « » - . 

• *. :Aeknon'h'Jgemeint Special thanks to the Series Editors' of the Debates in 
Indian History and Society series and to Dilip Merton and Meena Bhitrgava 
• for their detailed comtnents on the Introduction. 
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triggered bv economic prosperity .. 

imperial decline brought the-economy and .s^crety «l 


The interest'-ini the study of 
the 

ehvh teen th" century under sharper historical scrutiny But if 
explanations regarding Mughal innpenal decline wgre con ested, 
SO too teas the understanding of the nature of .change during 
this period At the most basic level h*toriansate divided on 
the question of examining.the century in the shadjpw of empire 
alone- a strong case has been built to'view the period'qnr its own 
terms. Those who support this view see th.e efeatury being’ 
characterized by economic and social reconfigurations that 
resulted in the emergence of regional political orders.- Opposed 
to the interpretation is the argument that imperial-political 
collapse initiated a process of economic and social decay as well. 
These two divergent positions form-the " Dark-Ages versus 
ec onomic prosperity debate on the eighteenth ce ntury. 

The second set of debates centres arc und the late^eighieenth- 
century transition in the polity, society, .m d economy QfJndia as 
the^English East Tndia Company acquii ai pcjltical 'supr emacy/ 
flere historians have engaged with' the follclwingitheincs. First, 
the Company's transition.from a commercial tt> a politicaj_ oirt2ty 
has been variously explained. Earl ier e xp lanation^ stressed the 
primacy of' trad e. a£the3rii3’ng~Torce- behjjid pqfl.it'ical .power, 
while later works emphasised the'politicaI jmperatiye that pushed 
Trading interests . Se cond r the theme of Company!state and the 
economy hasggne rated con flict ing viewpoints. .Under this rubric , 
historians have dealt with the following issues:- die. emergence 
of regional'economTes; European trade and bullion imports into 
India; the~position 'oTTaBour, merchants, and weavers; revenue 
settlements and t he introduction of agrarian capita lism;. Opinions 
are sharply split over the roots of early colonial- rule in the 
indigenous economy and society jSome onomie historians argue 
that colonial rule was a determining .economic as well as political 
disjunction. This view is contested by.regional*studies based, on 
iocai records which show that the English Company was sucked 
into the vibrant indigenous political economies.-Jri these"studies, 
the Company's success is attributed to jts ability'-to structure 
i.^el. on indigenous trade and i iscal net work s^ w liich.continued - 
:0 sustain it until the. early nineteenth lenturylf . *. 
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£] Tht. third important theme deals with the state and 
. ^vwnance. HeVe, i^ues regarding the making of the English 
CSnrn^V administrative, military, and legal spheres are 
discussed. New studies on these issues question the earlier 
■understanding that saw the Company's political sovereignty as 
’ being carved in isolation from .Indian society. 
l\ /i-in .illy in view of thy .VO.imb.cr._o[LdtHailgcl_regioniL 
htsforiesof the period, nqw availabl e flhj,1 thfi opening up of tile, 
non-economic dimensions gf Coinpa ny rule tQ histOricaLs glU-tiny, 
nhe i'd eo ltf glc5nin£5pit5UnSS.df early colonial, pqwej.have.been 
considerably revisech.jA.ere historians also join issue with 
'Tds'lpriogrnplapinfiueyiced by Edward Said’s notion of 
.'orientahsm', which suggests a binary polarity between a 
. nioriological mindset, that supposedly shaped colonial power and 
a:homogeneously constructed Indian society. These issues are 
discussed in the concluding section of this Introduction. 


■ The First. Half of. the Eighteenth Century: ." ' 

[park Ages versus Economic Prosperity 

The early- historians of 'Nhighai, India viewed the events of the 
eighteenth cenfurwris being integral to political developments in 
the Mughal empife. Since the .'big .event' of the century was the 
political xollapse of the empire, it was only logical that the 
historiography of the period was linked of that of imperial 
Recline. The early historiography of decline focused on the 
administra tive apd religious policies of individual rulers and their 
hobtes. Both the British administrator-scholars and the Indian 
nationalist historians of the late-nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries assessed the empire in terms of the character of the 
- ruling elite (Irvine, repr. 1971,16,19, and 241. In the works of Sir, 
j a dunath Sarkar th e spotlight remained on Aurangzeb,_thg 
v^tporor who nvprsn AicJll Tlmpev ial downf all. His religious , 
••policy, in particular, andjater bj_s_De.ccan campalgi>s.. 
Tciei-itifiod Vs iheThief'dTslocators JSarkar , 1924, 1932). These. 

• ireferents i ontinpecHq provide explanations forjhe, subsequerp. 
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decline of M ughal economy, in stitutions/ and's’6cj<-ty ^ark.^. 
characterized th e peasan t reb ellions That uln n iatc.x c . es i 0 L .1~ 
'Mughal political stability asjjjHj ndti reaction to AjUjm.gze .Js 
Myfilim o f f EoHoxvI Sarkar’ 1973). The religious policy of tn.e-. 
rulers constituted the chief explanatory point in the .sinsequen 
Mughal studies of Sri Ram Sharma and Ishvvan Prasad as well 
(Sharma, 1940; Prasad, repr. 1974), T he eightgen l h centu ty, 
emerged as a politically chao tic^odAecoiTpmkaily crisis-prorie 
p enod.TFfo'mTh e late 39.50^_Marxjst-oriehted historians.begajn 
to provide explanations of Mughal decline in niateriajist. te; ripjS/ 
Saffsh Chandra" held the structural flaws in the working of the 
Mughal institutions of jagir and manjjgb responsible ior the fiscal • 
crisis of the late seveiTleenth century. He argued that the efficient' 
functioning of these two institutions depended bathe availability 
of revenue and its collection and distribution. The Mughal failure 
to ensure the smooth functioning'of these institutions-became 
most pronounced during Aurangzeb's reign and was to herald 
i * the process of imperial collapse (Cl)andi-a, 195^). . | 

From the 1960 s onwards, some economic hist orians, hi 
if' jrdcu 1 a rlr t a n S JiKk ex pi a'in tyd, M M g h a 1 d m d tiled 

consequent*poUEcalii .rt d soda Lunrest in fiscal terms,(Habib, 196T). 
tfab jb argued that, t he high-rate of land, revenu£_d(: manded by 
Delhi caused large-scale rural exploitation, fcadjn y to peasa.nL 
,- migrafion and i\ . ..This created.an agrarian,crisis that. 

V resy lted in th e weakening of Are eiripifefs.politioai’edifiee . A than 
M. A~li accepted Habib's mo del .of a fiscally cen tra.lized sta te; bn t- 
aVfnputed its decline - not so mu cliTto' the high land rev enti§. 
demand but rather to a shortage of jagirs. The deficit \vas created, 
BeSa’aseTJfThe'poITBtal expansion of the;empire into less fertile 
lands, especially in the Deccan. This in-crefised the number Of. 
nobles without a corresponding augmentation in jagir lands. The 
shortage of jagirs generated an administrative problem, .which, 
in its turn, fuelled the economic crisis (AH 1966), However John': 
.f.-, Ri c ll3L4s__study of the Mughal administration in Deccfin 
challenged the idea that there was a shortage of-usiiriTe jagirs pa 
region.Tiis conclusion that the!Deccan-was. ; ribt a deficit' arifS 
qu estioned the belief that be-jagiri (the absence of jagirs) was:a 
J majoi^crmse^ofTlTehcrisis of empire (Richards, 1975) • T." 




InTRQI iHCTI.OM. 


- -V, 


■I ■ , . • - • I, „£ gntish Chandra once again 

In the 1980sj the later work ? politlco . 

shifted the (metis to that.jis.tos 

administrative lntpeual .cMSis« . — ry._ - 

■f cw ainl rehltilej.y j.nfg i'f rfcjlj 
estima ted revenue {jamah ' nd octuaT^I. p 


bet ween the 
in tensifiec l.^ Ins 

.— -i’gvp r> P^ to 

]^f=^f^^7Ton Tfie ability of state ra ^ 

, ensure the regularity of revenue collec 11 n 11 i ; v?fiffqtTfal311 itv 

distinct ec onomicalnderlfines ,jjnaJ_K ' : tmllri- • . .h-- -~ . V. * 

. ’(thaTfdra, 195^w ’ • \ ,, 

The downfall- pf the. empire is also, viewed as a cuUura 
c failure..Culture is-seen-in terms - of technological, intellectual, 

. and economic referents. Here the e conomic crisis that underlined 
the decline - is attributed iQjhe.relative economic, technological, 
and intellectual rise of Europe in the period IpOO- 1700. ns a centie. 
"of world commerce. As ! urope emerged as the principal market 
for luxiii i-Qiis c^afts manufactures of the world, it attracted high-, 
value products .from the traditional Eastern markets. This’ 
increased the post of luxury'items in India and intensified the 
financial difficulties of the ruling classes. This was compensated 
through intensified agrarian' exploitation. In addition, the 
intellectual and fechnologicaTaridify of India did not allow towns. 

■ to emerge as'iafety vari es'for the people. There was, therefore,' 
no escape froth the fiscal arm of the state. All these reasons made 
the empire politically and economically vulnerable (AJi, 1,975; 
1973 _ 9 ). Jbe follies.of imperial policy threw the empire out of 
gear and- paved the way for its,eventual demise. 

The predominant, theme, in the works surveyed in the 
preceding.paragraphs, their differences notwithstanding, about 
the withering of the royal diktat's, projected the eighteenth 
’ century as a "Dark Age', its hallmark being political chaos and 
economic decline. The. fixing of the historian's gaze on the 
imperial Centfe alone look no .cognizance of the diverse ways in 
which Mugluil institutions were being modified and transformed 
at local and regional levels so as. to pave the way for a subtle 
shift of power- away froiSn Delhi to the regions. Indeed, this 
historiography'saw the emergence of regional outfits such as 
' the Marathas, the Satn.lmis, .and the.Sikhs also as a consequence 
of the support extended by the exploited peasantry to the 
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Ti IE EmifTEFMTri Century in 1 now ' : . . 

Marat ha zamindais, to peasant, leaders such ns Banda' Bahadur, 
or to religious sects such as the Sntnnm.is, all of whom peppered 
their rhetoric of political mobilization with the .monotheistic 
Bhakti ideology of social equality. In the ultimate, analysis, it 
was argued that the emergent regional polities of the .Manillas* 
and the Sikhs continued the explqitatiye tendencies of their 
predecessor, the Mughnls. Thus regional political realignments 
u-ere explained within the framework of the functioning of the, 
Mughal 'agrarian system’' alone. The focus remajned on'the 
structures of revenue extraction and not so much on! other, forms- 
of production or trade (Ali, 1978-9; Habib,. 1982): ; . 

Alongside there also existed alternate views. o-iy the 
eighteenth-century political economy. These moved: beyond the 
Mughal ‘agrarian system* and Jhe machinery. <|f. .'K'venue 
extraction’ to otlun^ kinds .of noh-eamo i me.pcQd y ethnic and 
politico economic engineering by Mughal-functionaries. 1 hev can 
be traced in the works of J ler mann Goetz on eighl'eqnflycontnry 
music and architecture (Goetz,-193d), and in tlu|'American 
anthropologist Bernard S..C. ohn s.studv oi 13 a no res ((tohn, l v Pb). 
Goetz documented the resilience of Nluglial ■society ids reflected 
in the evolving musical and architectural, styles in the Wake of 
imperial collapse. Cohn, on the other hand,..pieced, .-iogetlier 

. such as zami nda rs- diyd iu hthtus , 

structures so as to carve, out independent inches Tear themselves, 
it was on these carefully crafted- administratiyo and fiscal 
networks that English rule later structured itself.! both, these 
studies though different in their objectives, offer similar 
suggestive implications for understanding both the imperial 
collapse as well as the emergence of regional powers. I hey. 
indicate the continued survival and growth Ot '-social and 
economic referents of the empire even whop the edifice of its- 
revenue-extraction structure has .collapsed, architecture, music,. 
: see. msututions. and-social groups emerged as the neyv fulmims 
ot icg.otv state building. Such studies also brtivohe a 
reconsio.eration of the centralized nature o: Mughal governance. 

. s o.-:*:cui: to conceive ot a centralized buicaucrath: state model 
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INTRODUCTION 

where economic antisocial markers of growth outlive political 

joc^y: : * 

\ ( | i^-mc-nnan in his work argue§ tor.the 'msiLiench.and 

M m-ahiiitv' ' iin vlugiiatr^iigjt^hy aining the overarching 

SS a,.. sdl-expIanMor* argwm) 

■glric of the rise, feline,,and fall that characterized power im 
Tlu-idu.'political theory'.. Thus, according to Heesterman, the 
Mughal empire didhot fall; rather it was simply swallowed by a • 
larger political organism: a cyclical realignment rather than a 
collapse characterized the change in the eighteenth centuty. But 
I leistennan stand-alone in his explanation ot eighteenth-century 
society with his emphasis on the inevitability of change that 
derives from fhe.insoh.ble dilc.mna within the Indian notion ot 
kinrship: the tCnuousTink between power and authority, the 
former is represented by the king as the coordinator ot social 
conflict .and the latter by-the Brahmin .in-the role.of the 
renunciator. One's order is the other's disorder. Both stand on . 

1. opposite ends from.each other, with no mediating priesthood. 
The''-illegitimacy' ol power in this abstract notion oHdugship 
makes change cyclical and inevitable (Heesterman, 1978). 

• i Scholars who produced regional studies were not convinced 

.hv Tleesterman's somewhat metaphysical argument. In contiast, 
they emphasized a range of factors that fuelled imperial decline 
and encouraged regional economic and political buoyancy. The 
! emphasis was on ditie rent nOn-agricultural strands that sustained 

• the-ideal economies. The regional economies— based on shifting 
patterns of trade) movement of mercantile capital from centre to 

• periphery, -war, pillage, and political manoeux rings by icgiona 
elites— were highlighted in the works ot Ashin Pas Gupta, 

B h Grover. Karen Leonard, Stewart Gordon, and Richard b. 

• Barnett. - . 

\ Ashin Pas Gupta indicates that corporate mercantile 
institutions transcended political boundaries for overseeing toe 

* transportation of goods and the provision of credit and insurance 
' services in the period of decline. Even though inland tracu 

increased.' export tVade and port cities suffered relative ecnps. 
in'the face of European advances, the port city of Surat m Gutara 
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declined around 1720, as did Masaulipatnam in Madras arid 
Dhaka in Bengal, whereas colonial port cities such as Bonibpy, " 
Madras, and Calcutta rose to prominence. (Ashin Das Gupta; 

1979 ). • ;!_• . 

Grover maps a general picture of rural commerce in - 
eighteenth-centurv north India. He concludes that the \ icissitucies 
caused by foreign invasions, European and English competition 
in trade, and the ruination of the Mughal nobility and aristocracy, 
notwithstanding, local rural commercial production found pew 
avenues in the provincial markets within the subcontinent. This 
greatly compensated for the comparative loss of foreign.trade 
with respect to handicrafts and cottage industries (Grover,.1966).' 
Moving from trade to the potential of merchant capital. Leopard 
emphasizes the movement of mercantile from Delhi to; the. 
regional centres as being critical to the buoyancy of the latjtefls 
political economy and the relative decline of the former.'The '. 
shift of credit and'trade of the great banking firms- to the regional 
centre? Was accompanied by the emergence of a mobile service . 
class with-multiple functions: trade, accounting, as well -as !• 
revenue collection. Here the space for capital mobilization.at 

regional level is clearly suggested (Leonard, 197 1 '), • ■/.'.• . 

War and pillage, and their links with the regional ecoiiojnies- 
form the crux of arguments put forward- by Stewart Gordon . 
and Burton Stein regarding the eighteenth-century transition. 
Stein formulates the notion of military fiscalisni as a revenue 
extractive and distributive process involving the military/. His 
argument is that in the context of. war, large military-' 
establishments need to be maintained, which fndko the regularity • 
of revenue collection an even more pressing neeessi.ty Tfri$ is 
ensured, in many parts of south India, by the active involvement 
of the military in revenue collection. Thus war and military 
mobilization constitute the fulcrum of change.' (Stein, 1985). 
Gordon advances a model of state building in the Malwa territory 
that hinges on an economy sustained by the 'marauding- and 
'pillaging by the Marathas as they integrate die.region into their 
commercialized polity (Gordon, 1977). Frank Perlia further 
elaborates on the complexity of the Maratha state bu-ildiAg process 
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Into 'i 'uenoN 


L.*.,™, was high commercial 

I’V Shewing m ^ function Q , state 

activity and.that coiivmeicia t . • entirelv different 

economy is sustained also by. ihe s p - (Barnett 

liciwubs bluff the British about their-revenue resouices (Arnett, 

. '1980). • • ■} . '• . . . , - 

Studies highlighting- regional-level changes in tie PJ 11 ^ ’ 

transition piovdkedja reconsideration among historians or king 
on Mughal’ India asjweli. Thev-arcnow making a strong case tor 
•studying the .eighteenth century on its own teims, as a p i ase 
' which saw the.eniergen.ee of regional political orders (Alani, 1986, 
Singh, 1991). In thtjse region-basted studies, the dissociation of 
the region fro'nv the-centre has.been studied with a view to 
understanding’"themature of the political transformation in the 
eighteenth "century The emphasis is that the nature of the 
,eighteenth-century:changes-js rooted in the fluid, conflict-prone 
functioning of empire where Delhi, rather than exercising 
centralized control/ plays a "mere coordinating role between the 
"regions and social groups. As the-spotlight is fixed on the regions, 
both the interpretation of ihe nature of eighteenth-century 
' .changes and the qKaracteriz.Utiqn of the functioning of empire 
. are substantially" revised. Bollvphenomena.are explained in terms 
of .the increasing aissertivenesS of regional powers rather than in 
terms of Mughal fiscal and-administrative lapses alone. Here the 



agrarian economies oTThe 
regions; the th.emes addressed include land, production, revenue 
rights, and the-tribal economies on the fringes of empire. 

M uzaff.ir' Aland's study of■ earlv i -eighteenth-rpnhiry Awa dh 
prov-iefe s’economic growth "vpi-T * 
’pfosperi'ty whudl .res ul ted la z.nr oindar j unr est in the reg i.fn 
EcorTomTc prosperity was a consequence of increased 
commercialization and the iuortetization of the economy that was 
initiated in the h&yday of tlie Mughals. The wealthy zamindars 
• took advantages;bf -their newly acquired assets and refused to 
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. with Mughal commands; As they rose mirehcllion, the 
comply wit S j h gion enhanced his power by 

Mughal g£ bargaining chip with the emperor.. It is 

using the uni • • . | n5S ertioh ultimately buoyed the 

eighteen di-century Bihar, Many reinforces h.s; fiscaUnnyth 


argument with evidence from both regional and imperial Persian 
literature and Urdu poetry; this, material, Unlike the. court 
chronicles, touches on the lives of a multitude of. ?oc.aI groups. 
Based on this material, Alam concludes that the eighteenth-century 
'crisis’ is a far more complex issue-than the 1-pelhirCcntred 
administrative and fiscal studies of empire have set far. projected. 
For the varied voices of different social groups .is 'captured in 
the regional Persian sources-suggest, that one* order was . 

.- anotHer’i - disorder, liven within Delhi, the expepences.ot the 
'crisis' were varied-(Alarm 1991). • i 

Chelan Singh,' following the general; region-ceritric Wend laid 
out bv Alam, suggests that the political unrest in soine.proyinces, 
such as the Punjab, was linked to tensions'genefaha between 
the agrarian economy of the Mughal plains, on the -one ban , 
arid-fringe tribal societies ns they moved toward^ a sedentary 
existence, on the other. .The latter process altered-jthe Structure 
of tribal societies and increased pressure on }he agrarian 
economy, which was already under; stress. Thus-Jhe events of 
the eighteenth century were roofed- in the economic .processes 
that shaped the functioning of empire from .its. vfery. inpeption 
(Singh, 1980, 1991). ■ T. • 

• The much neglected cultural dimension-of boll?, the empire s 
functioning as well as its eventual-demise is a's^now centre 
stage central to the field of .eighteenth-century stales. Conlral 
to discussions -is'.the cultural interface between. • c 
empire. In this context the essay by Icihn F.. %haryls and 
V. Naravana Rao on the Mughal Deccan is.pioneerjng (Richards 
and Rao, 19S0). The-v emphasize.the need-to juxtapose I oi.sian 
with vernacular source material and -oral with -vyr%ten .tradition 
to understand the complexity of Mughal .functioning at-the.loivest 
level. Their study brings to light theoeiilrality of community m 
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•interaction with an interventionist state apparatus, as a powerful _ 
analytical premise for explaining the working of the Mughal state. 

The linguistic component of this critical cultural interface 
between regions and empire is elaborated upon by Atam in a 
more recent essay o,n the making of Persian as the 'imperial 

• Ianeuace' I ie.shows that the tensions between region and empire 
Were also expressed as friction between Persian and the 
vernaculars. Thus, like Richards and Rao, Alam also suggests 
that evidence, of resistance,of Mughal rule may not be available 
in'the Persian-materia)', buTinay. lie instead in vernacular texts 
•abd. oral I raditions generated in the regions. Yet Persian 
' documenta lion alone, bob'! court'Chronicles and. revenue records, 

continue tcv constitute the research base of those who postulate a 
' centralized fisca.i state model. 

Even- .though the cultural dimension of empire in the early 

• eighteenth centurv needs further exploration and the studies 

• Vre few and.sketchy; a rich corpus of studies is available on both 
. -agricultural and.nojvagnoulhual production systems and 
•patterns of trade. These explain variously the mushrooming of 
'regional polities in the.period: Awadh, Bengal, and Hyderabad 

. 'steered' to autonomy by Mughal provincial officials, and the 
''Sikhs,'Marathas, ,an.d Satoamis by 'rebel' peasant leaders. 

. Explanations’’a re also proffered for the emergence of the 
"Fiohilkhand .and Farrukhabad nawabis, as well as for the 
; crystallization of the south.Indian polities of Tipu Sultan and 
'• those on the’ south-\vest.-coast of Malabar which had no or only 
; indirect Mughal influence. The evidence from most of these 
. regions indicates..:^ that ensured the 

' .dissociation of the regions .from imperial control. These studies 
thus considerably alter-the notion of the eighteenth century as a 
'Park Age'. 

' •! At the same time, these new studies also indicate that the 
• tfajectories. of regional, dissociation from the centre were diverse, 

' 't^’en thoiigh some general features can be identified across the 
. board. The common, attributes are articulated most dearly in 
. the. studies of C.A. BayTy- His -richly textured social history, 
particularly Rulers, : Townsmen, and Bazaars, suggests that regional 
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political crystallization was a consequence of three important.- 
developments. First, the emergence pf a vibranl eross-.cnjste' 
mercantile organization and its involvement ur politics—fhe 
proliferation of the Mughal practice of revenue farming, meant a.' 
coalescing of merchant and agrarian interests; resulting in -.the 
emergence of- a new class of intermediaries. Second, the 
gentrification process, which brought together a class of scribes, 
accountants, and other Mughal service groups' fhat'served ■ the. 
new powers locally and sank their feet deep inlo society, investing 
in the small towns or qasbahs. Final!);, the practice of military 



is on me rise or intermediaries, complettywilli the trappings 
royal power, drawing on Mughal military'and fiscal institutions, 
and their emergence as new power centres (Bayly, 1983). Tlvese 
revenue-collecting intermediaries, who derived their power h;'om 
a variety of portfolios and who disappeared in the. face ofjthe' 
English Company onslaught later in the ddcad'e, .are categorized ' 
by C.A. Bayly and Sa n j a y S u b ra hm a ny a in', as 'portfol iocapita lists' 
(Bayly and Subrahmanyam, 1988). 1'rt^s'ritp^li^.ehf work;.BjJyly. 
shows the increased local controT exercised bn the Tnhiah 
information order' by regional polifibsi-bdiielbresulted ihithe- 
increasing bureaucratization of its f6.rmaJ.dnd informal networks 
(Bayly, 1996). >6 : .i *.?>'.'A • •; ! * * 

But more importantly, Bayly's studies.indicate that; the. 
developments of eighteenth-century India were not exclusive .to 
India. They were part of a larger global picture- where regional 
powers in North Africa, South America, and Russia .were-similarly • 
poised on the eve of their coloniahiakepv^%:|-rance, Sdnin -• 
and Czanst Russia respectively. In eaclVofthese regions, •'agrdria'n, 
patriotism and-'universal benevolence' became.ilhe guarantees •' 
DUong-tern, stability. The former generated ittfonoahon oft he ■' 
e onomte soctal. and cultural aspects. of sodefe.and the fatter' 

society. Second, the * 

matched by non-European empire bpilding asyfeiSSmT 
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' and 1830, the 1 interaction of these'two forms of colonization was 

• central to the development of imperialism'; 

Bnyly's writings, triggered a range of studies on the non- 
' European. staterbuilding exercises in the eighteenth century. The 
builders were regional elites who .acted often in anticipation of 
and in interaction-with the forces, of British imperialism. The 
latter'began to- be.'seen as-deriving- from these indigenous state 
forms. Studies influenced by this new trend in history writing 
•are often collectively referredat. as "revisionist' writings. They 
.have earned this general epithet-since they piece together a picture 
. of vibrant- political'.economies, of regional polities and thus 
considerably..revise - the issue of 'crisis'-posited by r historians 
w.orkirtg on the Mughal empire.. Alongside, they also 
considerably, qualify the .metropolitan-centred understanding of 
•British imperialism by underlining the centrality of the regional 

• political economics.in sustaining British power. 

However, the revisionist-posilion^is far from coherent or 
.'monologoVis. As IdiFferent points of emphasis emerge in this 
•position, a cleareir picture of landed interests, merchants, and 
trading communities and-their relationship with political power 
is now availab-lg. This.has prompted Bayly to fine-tune his 
ai gu merit about it he' centrality, of intermediary groups in the 
. elghteenlh-centuijy transitipri .(13ayly, 1992). The study of landed 
magnates in Rajasthan and Awndh, in particular, has enabled 
um to more .cleqriy show- the sources of gentry strength. It,is 
now mo it .than evident that their p.o.vver was linked to increasing 
conso idatlotj of ja-nded poyver. The latter was being expanded 
qn stienglhened as more and more people converted their state- 
c uived pi ebendjal rights io private inheritable wealth (Singh, 
,1990; B.ajekal,. i9fo). ,' 

A quick survey of some regions will'he undertaken to see 
how political -power 'crystallized and the kinds of interests — 
landed and others—that'il represented. It will be clear that the 
shift to regional jpower centres occurred differently in different 
areas, and a variety of- explanations are .proffered to describe 
these critical;chclilg’es. Atonedevel, these explanations indicate 
the different -points of emphasis in the so-called ie\ isionist 
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position. At another level, these studies have critically altered 
our understanding of the political and economic-profiles of the 
regions. . ' ' 

Awadh ' • 

The earlier regional, studies, of, Awadlv were -in the form of 
political narratives. They concentrated on the lives-of individual 
naivabs, particularly Shuja-ud-Dau(a v and provide^ a rich account 
of political treaties,"battles, and economic activities in the context' 
of a lurking British threat to the.region (Sri\fasta.v.\, M933). 
However, local-level political,’economic’and social details were 
not linked up to long-term processes of change §hat were then 
taking place in the region. In contrast, later worlds concentrated, 
on effectively threading together the regional reconfigurations 
“with political changes What emerged.was-shift towards 
'agrarian regimes', where the roles-of social intermediaries, such 
as merchants operating between state and society*, weie eleaily 

demarcated. • . j : ’ 

Muzaffar Alam's work on Awadh is an important case in 
point. He provides evidence of marked economic growth and 
prosperity, the prevalence of a cash nevus, and monetization in 
the region. This was a consequence of a long course- of growth in 
the wake of a developing cash nexus in agriculture in the 
seventeenth century. Economic growth resulted ia the emergence 
of wealthy zamindars who refused to. part'with their revenue 
and who rose in revolt against’the Mughals (Alam, 1986). The 
zamindari uprising increased the bargaining power pf the M.ugha 
subedar posted in the region. He finally increased his power, v 
acquiring the additional offices of faujdar and .\aihil.- Thus uas 
born the 'new' subedari in A wad h 'around which merchant am 
agrarian interests coalesced to ultimately throw; off the Mug-aa 
yoke in the region. Yet, as Michael If- Fisher jhas shown,, tie 
dissociation of theire^ion was only -i n -the .e cpnornic pea nv 
Culturally, the region remained v ery Mughaliz^d. I he empeieu 
"remained the reference point of legitimacy luntil the eai > 
nineteenth century {Fisher, 1987). But the incijeasihg legion a 
orientation of this erstwhile suba.’of the- empire did .lead to. t ie 
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sipw’evolution of what later Lucknow comm en tators, such as 
Abdul'Halim Sharar, Have called Awadhi culture. J.R.I. Cole has 
deinonstraled the eclectic overtones of the culture as it 
accommodated the-,ShTite tenor of the ruling house with the 
. predominantly Sunni Turko-Afghan Mughal culture and the local 
traditions ol the Hindu landed classes (Cole, 1988). 

Hyderabad , d- 

livthe case of Hyderabad, the more recent studies—unfortunately 
Still very sketchy'in sharp contrast to the earlier detailed histories 
. by historians such as Yusuf Khan— identify forces that lead to 
• thii’cfystalli/.atidn. of a social' -base which gradually pushed the 
’. ; 'region towards autonomy (Richards, 1975; Leonard, 1979). Here 

Richards'work on Golconda and Leonard's on the Hyderabad . 
•pdlity are particyiarly insightful. According to Leonard, the 
Hyderabad polity, was based on a patron-client relationship— 
the .Nizam being the chief patron. He doled out military and 
■ . administrative favours and presided over a range of patronage 
. centres: nobles, vakils, the financial and military groups. Each of 
these patrons was a mirror image of the Nizam. Like the Nizam, 

.• • . the.nobles' power also rested on their military and diplomatic 

• success. Thpir proximity to the Nizam was important as well. 
’Leonard shows that nobles employed vakils, who often 

represented’Themfiri. the various courts, including that of the 
■ '. Nizam. In course'of time’, the vakils began to constitute a ?ub- • 

. ' .political culture. The Nizam also benefited from the presence of 
an active mercantile, conampnity: the Marwaris, the Agarwals, 

; •' the Jains, and the Goswamis. The coming together of the nobles, 

/. vakils, and military and- financial groups paved the way for the 
./ Mughal subedar,to move towards political autonomy. Yet the 
• . emperor remained-th? high reference point of legitimacy. 

Bengal • ;c 1 

• Bengal was the mainstay of the economy of empire since it had 

• experienced rich growth-following its integration into the larger 
' world of precoloniaf commerce. As the European Companies 
•: ejnergedas im.pcirta.ht centres of power—a point that needs 
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special attention—the political profi e ° ie T urop( j nn - 
structured largely on the basis of profits dem ea n 

trade. Even historians s.uch as Abdul Karim, w io s ut ; 

subedarssuch as MurshidQuli Khan, concentrate on ns. . ;• 

with the Companies (Karim, 1963.).. European trade and its 
ramification and the profits derived from commerce ^ere-^en 
as key to the understanding of attempt: o 

carve out his sphere of political au tonomy. Murshid Quh Khan 
combined the offices of Naziniateav\d Diwani\n 171/. 1 his was a , 
period when Delhi's finances were in the red. It was perhpps the ■ 
hope of ensuring regularity of revenue collection that prompted 
the Mughal government to inadvertently sanction the qreat|on • 
of a new subedari (Marshall, 1987). . " . v , -. \ ■ ■ 

Later studies shifted the politico-economic'profile of Hire 
region towards predominantly 'agrarian-based regimes'. The. 
consolidation of a class of big zamindais and the emergence <pf a . 
range of other landed interests with'administrotive and judicial' 
responsibilities remained the focus urea-flystudies of the nawnbi 
(Sinha, 1965; Akhtar, 19S2, 1979).. But other-studies- indicated 
that 'agrarian regimes^ did not .work in isolation, Important, 
bankers and merchants put down roots into rural society! This 
created a new social order for nawabi power (Calkins, 1970).; An- 
excellent illustration of this trend.;was the emergence 'of;.the 
Burdwan rajas, who began their careers as Khatri merchants ‘and 
later administrative officials in the area (Mclane,- 1993).'The 
historiographical spotlight on the .consolidation of an agrarian 
order did not mean an end to the importance-in historiograph!gal • 
wiiting of Bengal s export trade, in. defining' its economic'-and 
political profile. The writings of Om PrakaslV and-StUhil- 
Chaudhury are significant in this respect.V / ' 

Om Piakash s studies on the trade -of the European- 
Compames, particularly the Dutch East India Company (VOC),. 
highlight the centrality of Bengal in the 


, ia hty ot Bengal in the..EprDpe.m export-.trade 
in textiles and silk resulting in considerable inflow-hf bullion 
into Bengal. He shows that the Maratha .raids of the 1740s- 
notwithstanding, the economic prosperity of Bengal continued • 
well up to the middle of the cento ry (176QS), when the political. 
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. conquest 01 Bengal-by the English Company ended the l nllion 

for. goods'equation (Pbakaslv, 1998). ■ - 

Sushil Cliaudhi;iry.'s recent- work corroborates the idea of an 
economically' stable-.and prosperous' Nizamat, but one that 
derived its. strength not sp much from, the profits of Euiopean 
trade but from, the' role of Asian merchants in the export trade 
carried.on with the hacking of the rmvvabs. He thus posits a 
■strong.link between merchants and.roya.l power in the cementing 
of the.Bengal Nizamat (Chaudlinry) 1995).: 

The SikJ is ■' j 

• Punjab, afinr the Meath of Guru Gobind Sjngh.(.1708), stood in 

. stark.c.pnU'd.s.tio ihe.p.osJ'Kluglial;.states-oLA3yadh / _ Hyderabad, 

and Bengaj. He tie the course of imperial-decay and regional 
autonomy did'ndt take-place under the aegis of the subedar, but 
under the IpcaLkvarrior aristocracy; The experiment towards 
.autonomy was largely dr tor mined by the nature of the Sikh 
•movementlead by Guru Gobind's successor, Banda Bah adur. 

Irfan- Habib .explains. Punjab's experiment towards regional 
autonomy.in terms of the support derived bv local leaders from 
the .peasantry suffering fiscal exploitation tinder the Mughal 
regime. Thus the Mlnghal agrafian 'system and revenue extraction 
'constitute the framework for analysing Punjab's eighteenth- 
century experiment. Mu /.affar Adam focuses on the working of 

• the Mughal administrative institu ti oris-j-figij'dari and s ubedari — 
.and the rolfe-of merchants to explain: regional developments. He 
explains the inability-of 1 he;Mughal sub edar, Zakariya Khan , to 
garner political unrest to his adyantage; the inlricncies of Mughal 
administrative functioning; the-presence of big jagiidais in the 
region; jagirs Heeding the Mughal kitchen and household; and 
•the absence cif ..the Khatri merchants' links with the Mughal 

' subedar due id trade-being'in disarray (Alam, 1986). 

l.aler stuc|ies move beyond' the Mughal administrative and 
fiscal paradigms.- They- see- regional; developments also in the 
context cif thp fringe .tribal economies, trade connections with 
Persia and Central -Asia/ and ecological problems in the region. 
Chotan. Singh's \vork is pioneering as it paints the region s profile 
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by integrating its hitherto .neglected tribal societies intb its 
.political economy. Singh's, work- radically alters the-general 
understanding of the region as well as empire, ^’.attributes the 
economic instability of late.-seyenteeiuK-oent.urJ? Punjab to the 
silting of the river Indus and the tribal disturbance's on the trade 
routes that linked the region to the markets of Persia and Central 
Asia. Economic vulnerability fuelled peasant revolts in- the region. 
But Singh's point is that economic, vulnerability was not a 
consequence only of Mughal fiscal practices (SingH/1991). Singh's 
intervention undermined the argument about the effectiveness 
of Mughal institutional centralization (Habib;, l961;-Ali,' 1966). 
j.S. Grewal and Indti Banga highlight the agrarian and’commercial 
undertones of the region's profile. Their writings reveal that 
peasant leaders such as Banda Bahadur or .la ter Kapur Singh 
failed to consolidate their hold effectively, even though they 
did try to create a. revenue-cunvmilitarv system- with the help of 
compromises effected with the Mughal governor. La-tor leadeis 
were less willing to strike any deal with the MijgHaf.governor 
and took the path of social banditry. The.emergence of regional 
political autonomy had to wait until almost the.early nineteenth 
century (Grewal, 1995; Bariga, 1978).. • . j . 

The Mara thas > - - I . • ’ 

In contrast, tire Maratha potentates, who emerged ns successors 
of the Deccan; sultans and the.'Mughal emperor; were able to 
consolidate cevenn£._and.p.rofj,ts iroiii trade vyith far more 
sophistication than the.Sikhs.JEarljer studies, such as tho.se of 
Habib, see the rise of the Marathas as the consequence of the 
exploitative streak in the Mughal agrarian systerri and revenue 
structure. They argue that the oppressed peasantry-rallied around 
the Maratha zamfndars to escape the exploitative aeros ol the 
Mughal state (Habib,.1982). ' - . • . . 

More recently, Mughal .kingship-has been redefined outside 
the exploitative ambit of the Mughal revenue arid agrarian 
structure. This has resulted in the creation Of-a new spate vvi thin 
Mughal expansion to explain the rise of the Marat has. The 
empirically exhaustive studies of And re -Wink locate, the - Ma rathas 
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vvi thin a novel model of Mughal kingship. Here kingship rests 
nbt' so much on the exploitative revenue structures but on a maze 
of conflicting 'and miultiple 'alliances that reflect the shifting 
■ concurrent rights'that characterized Mughal expansion. Jhia 
process of rights and alliances Wink calls thna. Within this 
network of agile rigfits'arief privileges, the Marathas are seen to 

have constituted a zamindqri tenure encompassed by the Mughal 
■empire- It is argued that they' acquired stability because their 
notion of .s-vuvy/d'(sovereignty) compounded the absolute 
' authority of the emperor. In the eighteenth century, as Mughal 
bower was pushed hrp.vvards, its revenues were available for 
localized- agrarian expansion that lead to an intensification of- 
rights and conflict'. A general Involution'of imperial dominion 
resulted: the Marathi king, Shahu, played a mediatory role until 
the cpnfUc-t between.the Marathas and the Citpavan Brahmins. 
bVought the Peshwa 'tq the fore (Wink, 1986). 

• If Wink's study-explains the rise of the Marathas within a 
redefined Mughal kingship/structure, subsequent studies 
completely .discard (he format fiscal and governance models of 

. Muglial fu nctionirtgedliey, highlight the role played by the socia < 
intermediaries operating through. formal and informal networks 
between slate and .society: traders, bankers, and households. 
This lent a unique economic profile to the region. Stewar 

• Gordon's work has emphasized the rise of the Citpavan Brahmins 
as peshwas and the high level ofbureaucratizat,on, intensification 

' o'F trade, banking, and financial, activities that followed (Gordon, 
(994) In his study of the great 'households' of Maratha revenue- 
tlie processes by which they used .ha, posUton. 
hs village, headmen to weave their webs of kinship m he 
cou-n trysnle, Era nk-'Perl in-traces the local-level ne works u 
support spreading along primordial lines that sustained the 
•regional -polity. He Views with suspicion the more convertbona 
hotion thal the monetary economy and comment- in pie-e > 

1 Win was tiependent cm and developed as a consequence of sta e 
' taxation Berlin's studies emphasize that 'taxation regimes u 
' Maharashtra operated in a wider economic context that inducted 
: formal and informal networks of credit and ) . 

often transcended political frontiers (Perlin, 1983,198a). H - . - 
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